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BRONZE KNIVES OF ANCIENT CHINA

AS far as is known at present, no swords or

daggers were in use in the Shang Dynasty

(1766-1123 B.C.), but they have been found amongst

material approximating Middle Chou, that is, about

600 B.C. The most common weapon in Shang times

seems to have been the dagger-axe (Ko) which

would serve the purpose of a dagger, but was hafted

and used in the same way as an axe. On the other

hand knives were fairly common and are to be found

in stone and jade as well as bronze. The forty-four

knives described and illustrated in this bulletin are

mostly of the Shang period and are in the East

Asiatic Collection of the Royal Ontario Museum,
with the exception of three, that is Nos. 23, 24 and

25. The NB numbers associated with forty-one of

these knives are index numbers of the collection in

the Museum.

The illustration on the right is a stylized animal

design found on knife No. 8 below. The styliza-

tions of the design are two k'uei dragons, each with

a central eye, and a very simple k'uei dragon symbol

at the pointed end of the design {Vide YV. C. White:

Bone Culture of Ancient China, p. 6i,
y

Illus. 4: D.

Toronto, 1945).
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DESCRIPTION OF KNIVES

i. Bronze knife with dragon handle. NB. 3960.

The blade is curved with point upturned in a peak. The
cutting edge is thin, the back broad and forming a ridge.

The handle is formed by a stylized Fuel dragon with open

mouth, and eye in relief; the tail curled round to form a loop.

It has been suggested that the sharp upturned point may
have been used as a fork. Green patina, with traces of silk

cloth adhering. Length 7.3".

This knife was found with several following knives in a

tomb which we speak of as the "Elephant Tomb" because of

the elephant designs which were among the animal motifs of

the contents of this tomb. It was situated across the River

Huan which flows by Hsiao T'un in the Anyang district.

North Honan, and is undoubtedly of the Shang period, prob-

ably the twelfth century b.c. {Vide, Illus. London News,

1935: March 23, p. 480; April 20, p. 640; May 18, p. 888).

2. Bronze knife with dragon handle. NB. 3961.

Similar in style to the above knife, but the blade is some-

what more angular and the dragon more artistically decorated.

The tail is curved round but not closed to form a loop. Shang

Dynasty. Length 6. 7".

This knife also came from the Elephant Tomb at Anyang.

3. Handle of a bronze knife. NB. 3973.

This is in the form of a fish with eyes in relief, and scales

and other details indicated by incised lines. The tail is

forked, and a portion of the knife blade is still attached. A
portion of the mouth is missing. A restoration following

the dotted outline has been made to approximate the form

and size of the original knife. This also came from the

Elephant Tomb. Shang Dynasty. Length of handle 2.6".



4. Bronze knife. NB. 3971.

This long slender knife may well have been a razor. It

has a slightly curved blade. The handle is thin, flat on one

side and convex on the other, and was probably socketed

against wood on the flat side. A transverse groove near the

end obviously was used in the winding of the cord which

probably covered the whole handle. This was found in the

Elephant Tomb. Shang Dynasty. Length 7"
'. A larger

but similar knife is found on Plate x, k. 61.

5. Bronze knife. NB. 3968.

This knife is similar to No. 14 but is much smaller and is

decorated with small diagonal incised lines instead of herring-

bone pattern. It has a ring end to the handle, and the handle

itself has an opening throughout the greater part of its length.

Much encrusted, and the point obviously has broken down
through corrosion. Elephant Tomb, Anyang. Shang Dynasty.

Length 5.6". Cp. A 2-4 of Plate ix and 13-14 of Plate in.

6. Large bronze knife. NB. 3972.

This knife was probably used in sacrifices. It is a heavy

well-formed knife with an upturned point and a short stub

handle, which the encrustations show had been inserted in a

wooden handle. The back of the blade is thick, ridged, and

decorated with a raised criss-cross design. Light green patina.

Elephant Tomb, Anyang. Shang Dynasty. Length 15.5".

7. Bronze knife. NB. 4050.

This large knife also comes from the Elephant Tomb and

probably was used in the sacrifices. It has a long curved

blade with sharp upturned tip, broad back curving sharply in

towards the cutting edge. The base of the blade is broad and

jutting out from a long straight tang. It also has a stub

handle end and the arc formed by the original wooden handle

is still defined. On either side of the blade, near the base, are

incised pictographs, that on the obverse (a) is a hand grasping



the pictograph for "self", and on the reverse (i) is that of a

cruciform ya with two parallel wavy lines which may he

intended to represent running water. This came from Anyang,

but not necessarily from the Elephant Tomb. Shang Dynasty.

Length 12.7".

8. Bronze sacrificial knife. NB. 4049.

This has a broad curving blade with upturned point,

serrated flange along the back, and a panel of incised animal

style decoration running lengthwise below (see page 1). The
stub handle obviously had been inserted in wood. Jade-

green patina with areas of olive green and considerable

encrustation. This also was from the Elephant Tomb at

Anyang. Shang Dynasty. Length 12.25".

9. Bronze knife. NB. 2788.

The handle end seems to have been broken off, but the

edge is coarsely and irregularly serrated for a few inches as

if this part had been inserted in a wooden handle. The
cutting edge is thin and the upper edge is broad with chevron

decoration in relief. This knife came from Loyang, Honan,

but may be accepted as late Shang or early Chou. Length

10.5".

10. Bronze knife. NB. 1736.

Similar in style to the previous forms. The stub handle

was probably inserted in wood; the point, slightly upturned

has apparently been worn down very considerably. Honan.

Probably Shang Dynasty (Cp. No. 24, Plate v). Length 8.6".

Cp. with No. 24 which is from Anyang.

11. Bronze knife. NB. 3970.

Broad blade with thick back, slightly upturned at the

point thus widening the blade. The cutting edge is almost

straight, with angular butt, and the handle has an oval ring

terminal at the end with a lengthwise ridge in the centre.

The knob of bronze at the extreme end of the handle is



probably excess remains from the casting. Well preserved

fragments of woven cloth, probably linen, adhering to the

blade. From the Elephant Tomb, Anyang. Shang Dynasty.

Length n".

12. Bronze knife. NB. 3962.

Broad slightly curved blade with slanted tip. The butt

is cut square, the upper portion continuing in a slender handle

with three lengthwise ridges, terminating in a ring with a

small prong in the centre of one side, probably excess remains

from the casting. A small piece of bronze is missing at the

lower tip of the blade. Green patina with touches of blue.

This knife is similar in shape to the knife coins of late Chou,

but is said to have come from the Elephant Tomb, Anyang.

Probably Shang. Length 9.5".

13. Large bronze knife. NB. 3967.

The back of blade is in one ridged curve with handle.

Cutting edge coarse and tapering to meet back at slightly

upturned point. The handle is thick and heavy, with a ring

terminal decorated with three bosses, one at the end and one

at each side. Herring-bone decoration in two rows with

longitudinal opening in the centre of the handle. Green

patina with touches of blue and considerable encrustation of

clay. Had been broken in three pieces. Cp. with No. 5 of

Plate 1. Elephant Tomb, Anyang. Shane Dynastv. Length,

14. Bronze knife. NB. 3966.

Similar to the latter knife, but smaller and with no bosses

on the ring terminal of the handle. Handle elliptical in

section with a lengthwise slot having incised decoration on

either side. Bright green patina. Elephant Tomb, Anyang.

Shang Dynasty. Cp. with No. 5 of Plate 1. Length 11. 5".



15. Bronze knife. NB. 4047.

The handle is elliptical in section with lengthwise slot

surrounded by a beaded decorative border on either side.

The handle terminates in a horse's head, entirely in the round,

wearing a bridle decorated with a globular beading design.

The head is hollow and probably contained a ball of bronze

as a jingle. The eyes are perforated and the mouth and

throat slotted. There is a spur on the lower side of the knife

between the handle and the blade. Bright green and brown

patina. Elephant Tomb, Anyang. Several bronze objects

with similar horse-head motifs come from this Tomb. Shang

Dynasty. Cp. with No. C 17 of Plate ix. Length 11. 5".

16. Bronze knife. NB. 3965.

Similar in general style to the previous three knives, but

the handle is plain. Back of blade and handle are in one

arched curve. Cutting edge curves up to meet back at point.

The under side of handle curves out to join blade at butt.

Slightly transverse ridge at butt, handle ridged lengthwise

and terminating in an oval ring. Elephant Tomb, Anyang.

Shang Dynasty. Cp. J 51-52 of Plate x. Length 9".

17. Bronze knife. NB. 3249.

Blade slightly re-curved, narrow, with upturned point.

Handle convex, with a slit down the middle and a plain oval

ring at the end. A heavy rough encrustation with a few

smooth spots showing rust-coloured patination. Shang Dy-
nasty. From Anyang, North Honan. Cp. Nos. J 50, ;i,

y 54
of Plate x. Length 12".

18. Bronze knife. NB. 3248.

Blade re-curved similar to the above, NB. 3249, but with

wider blade. The handle is concave with plain ring at the

end and has no slit down the centre but instead has a slight

midrib. The handle and ring show remains of cloth wrap-

ping, a fragment of which is also on under side of blade.

Dark green patina with vivid encrustation. Shang Dynasty.

From Anyang, Honan. Length 11".



j(). Bronze knife. NB. 3964.

Long slender blade with rounded up-curved tip, the back

continuing its curve along the handle. Lower part of handle

projects and is notched where it joins the blade. The handle

is ridged lengthwise and terminates in an oval ring with a

small projection at the upper edge. Shang dynasty. Said

to be from the Elephant Tomb, Anyang. Length ioj4 f/
.

20. Bronze knife. NB. 3969.

Back of blade broad and ridged, point slightly upturned

and rounded. Cutting edge corroded and chipped. Handle

almost flat and continues the curve of blade terminating in

an oval ring with a small opening. There is a slight de-

pression where the blade begins at the handle. Green patina

with patches of rust and purple. Shang dynasty. Elephant

Tomb, Anyang. Length 9".

21. Bronze knife. NB. 3963.

Curved blade with rounded up-turned tip. The back of

the blade continues its curve to form the handle which is

ridged lengthwise and terminates in an oval ring. The
cutting edge broadens at the butt forming a cusp-like outline.

Green patina with bright patches at tip. Shang dynasty.

Elephant Tomb, Anyang. Length 7".

22. Bronze knife. NB. 49.

Long slender knife with handle in continuous curve with

the blade which has an up-turned point. Concave handle

terminating in a plain ring. Bluish-gray patina. Shang
dynasty. Probably from Honan. Length 8^".

23. Bronze knife.

From the Waste of Yin, obtained by the Academia Sinica

in excavations at Anyang. This knife is a common-shaped one

of which many have been excavated at Anyang, and it is

recorded by Dr. Li Chi in an article on bronze objects exca-
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rated on the Waste of Yin by the Academia Sinica given in

"Studies Presented to Ts'ai Yuan P'ei, Pt. I, Peiping, 1933,

p. 90." According to Dr. Li, knives were the most common
bronze objects excavated at that time and he states that

already the number had exceeded a thousand which he

divides into three groups. The back of the blade of this knife

is one ridged curve, with oval ring terminating the handle.

The handle is concave without decoration of any kind.

Shang dynasty. Anyang, Honan. Length 8^".

24. Short bronze knife.

This knife also came from the Waste of Yin as illustrated

and described with the preceding knife. The ridge of the

blade and handle are level except for a slight upturn at the

point. There is no ring terminal to the handle, which is

stub-ended, and may have been inserted in a wooden handle.

Shang dynasty. Anyang. Length $Y\"

.

25. Bronze knife.

This knife, which is so much like a modern table knife, is

in the collection of Mr. C. T. Loo (30,422). The back of

handle and blade are nearly level but the point of the blade is

slightly upturned. The handle is oval in section and deco-

rated with longitudinal zones of globular and arrow-point

design, with plain circular bands at the ends and in the centre.

Provenance and period unknown, but probably late Chou.

Length ^A"

.

26. Bronze knife. NB. 99.

The back of the knife blade is almost level with the handle,

a slight curve only being perceptible. The handle is heavy,

circular, and spirally ribbed, and ends with an abrupt stub,

giving the impression of a modern table knife. The cutting

edge is worn down. The patination is a dark brown colour.

Provenance and period unknown. Length 11".
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27. Bronze knife. NB. 50.

The back of the knife curves upward in line with the

handle. The handle is thick and heavy with a hollow open-

work tapered knob at the end which contains a bronze ball,

to form a jingle. A small loop is on the under side of the

handle close to the knob. The handle itself has a longi-

tudinal opening down the centre with zones of linear deco-

ration around the opening. Provenance and period unknown.

Length 11".

28. Bronze knife. NB. 97.

The blade is curved in line with the handle. The tip of the

blade has been blunted through corrosion. The handle is oval

convex in shape with a zone of herring-bone pattern running

longitudinally down the centre and has a rope pattern along

the ridge. The terminus of the handle seems to be a modelled

head of a big-horn sheep. The eyes of the animal are at the

front base of each horn and are deeply perforated. The

horns are fastened to the back of the neck thus protecting two

sharp-pointed ears which stood up in the loop of the horns.

One of these ears has broken off and is lost. At the neck of

the animal is a small ring loop. The throat of the animal is

slit, and the mouth open. Length 8^".

This knife is very similar to that described by Professor

W. Perceval Yetts in "Notes on Some Chinese Bronzes"

(Transactions of the Oriental Ceramic Society, 1942-3, p. $i>)-

This knife described by Professor Yetts is said to have come

from the Waste of Yin and consequently would be of the

Shang period. There is no record of the provenance or period

of the knife described here but it may well be also from

Anyang, and belong to the Shang dynasty. A similar knife

belongs to C. T. Loo, and is depicted on Plate ix, No. Ai.
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29. Bronze knife. NB. 1740.

This knife is curved along the back, with a slight upcurve

at the point of the blade. The handle is somewhat convex

terminating in a solid flattened rectangular pommel. Broken

in three places and restored. Provenance and period un-

known. Length 9
I/^

//
.

30. Small bronze knife. NB. 937.

The handle is heavy, concave, and with a ring, the upper

side of which continues in line with the handle. The blade

is wide at the butt, rapidly tapering to a square stub point

with upward lift. Provenance and period unknown. Length

31. Small bronze knife. NB. 1741.

This narrow-bladed knife has an upward curve in line

with the handle which is heavy and terminating in an oval

ring. The narrow blade curves downward. Two repairs on

the blade. Provenance and period unknown. Length 6j^".

32. Iron knife. In sheath. NB. 1744.

The blade has rusted and congealed with the sheath

making it impossible to determine the form of the blade.

The handle is round terminating in an oval ring of jade

attached to the handle with a band of gold. Provenance

and period unknown, but probably late Chou or Han. Length

Va".

13. Small bronze knife. NB. 1739.

The back of the blade and handle of this knife are almost

perfectly level and the handle is concave terminating in an

oval ring. The blade is wide at the butt and rapidly diminishes

to a point that is not upturned. Light and dark green

patination. Provenance and period unknown. Length 5^".
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34- Large bronze knife. NB. 1738.

The back of blade and handle are almost level and the

blade has a straight sharp point. The handle is flat and

ribbed longitudinally with a flat rectangular ring at the end.

Light green patina. From Honan. Period indefinite but

probably late Chou. Length 1 1
"

.

35. Bronze knife. NB. 2387.

This knife is similar to the previous one but coarser in

make. Its long slender handle is rectangular in section and

it has a rectangular pommel with slot perforation. The blade

and handle are in line with a slight upcurve. From South

Honan. Probably late Chou. Length 9/4".

36. Bronze knife. NB. 1393.

The back of the blade has an upcurved slender point.

The handle is flat with two longitudinal grooves terminating

in a slotted rectangular pommel. Dark green patination.

From Honan. Late Chou or Han. Length 7^".

37. Small bronze knife. NB. 1737.

This knife is very similar to the latter but the point is less

upcurved. There is but one longitudinal slit in the handle

and the pommel is rectangular but imperforated. The object

is covered with a thin layer of copper oxide. From Honan.

Possibly late Chou or Han. Length S^i" -

^. Bronze knife. NB. 1394.

This knife is similar to the latter only much larger. The
blade and handle are almost in straight line. The handle has

one longitudinal groove and the rectangular pommel is im-

perforated. From Honan. Late Chou or Han. Length 9^ /r
.

39. Bronze knife. NB. 3378.

This curved knife has a flat drooping handle decorated

with fluting and with a rectangular ring pommel. It is

similar in appearance to the knife currency of late Chou and

probably belongs to that period. It is said to have come
from Sian-fu but was obtained in Honan. Length 8^".
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40. Fragment of bronze knife. NB. 1926.

This fragment includes a complete handle attached to the

greater half of the blade, the pointed half of the knife being

missing. It has a slender ribbed handle with a large ring

pommel. In general character it is similar to the knife

currency of the Ch'i state. Olive-green patina. Probably

late Chou. From Honan. Length of fragment 5".

41. Bronze knife. NB. 2098.

Ridge of handle and blade in alignment with an upcurve

to the blade. Long handle with flattened ring at the end

from which projects a stem of bronze. This stem probably

is the excess remaining in the process of casting which had not

been trimmed off after its removal from the mould. From
Western Honan. Probably late Chou or Han. Length

42. Bronze knife. NB. 6220.

A very pronounced upcurved blade with sharpened spatu-

late point. The blade part is in alignment with the handle

which is unusually heavy and ends with a rectangular ring.

There are five circular perforations through the handle which

is flat in shape. The copper material of this knife is some-

what soft. Heavy green patination on handle but that on the

blade has been recently removed. Provenance and period

unknown. Cp. Plate ix, Nos. 8 and 40. Length 6"
'.

43. Bronze knife. NB. 2567.

Upcurved blade with point broken off. The upper edge

is unusually broad. The handle is of elliptical section and

has a large rectangular ring pommel. Light smooth grey-

green patina. Late Chou. From Honan. Length 7% f '

'.

44. Small bronze knife. NB. 5562.

Slightly upcurved ridge where the handle joins the blade.

The end of the handle is rectangular in shape without perfo-

ration. The material of this knife is not hard and is of a

deep red copper colour. It has an incised inscription on each
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side which is in part obliterated by wear. That on the

obverse (44a) seems to be the character Huan. That on the

reverse (44b) seems to be Chin tao shih. That is "metal

knife 10." See description following for explanation.

This inscription may have some association with the knife

currency of the Ch'i state. From Honan. Tate Chou.

Length 4J<".

This knife may have an important bearing on the question

of "knife-money." It is generally accepted that in early

times knives and other articles were used for barter purposes,

and that the thin knife-shaped money of late Chou, known as

"metal knives" Chin-tao, "Knife money" Tao-ctiien, and

"Knife coins" Tao-pi, were trade tokens which owe their

origin to that early barter. One of the best known groups of

these knife-coins is associated with the Ch'i state (c 680-

260 B.C.) and is called Ctii-tao, for the coins usually carry an

inscription with the name of Ch'i. One opinion current gives

their origin in a regulation introduced by Duke Huan of Ch'i,

who, to increase his stock of metal for arms, ordered that

petty offences should be appeased by fines of metal knives, or

pieces of metal.

Whatever the origin may be, it is interesting that this

particular knife, which is definitely a knife that was intended

for use, and shows clearly that it has been used, carries an

incised inscription on both surfaces, which in part has been

almost obliterated by wear, for the copper metal is quite soft.

The inscription on the obverse surface {a) seems to be the

one character huan, in archaic script, and this is the name of

Duke Huan. That on the reverse surface (b) is of two or

possibly three characters. The first is the character "metal"

chin, also in archaic form. Below this appear to be the

characters for "knife", tao, and "ten", shih. This could be

read "metal (to the value of) ten coins"-—for "knife" tao was

a recognized currency or coin. But it could also be read

"metal knife (value) ten," and this would seem to be the
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more reasonable meaning. The above is put forth as a

tentative explanation, subject to confirmation or otherwise

when adequate evidence should be forthcoming.

Hie plates on pages i6 and 17, Numbers IX and X,

are from a Japanese publication {Inner Mongolia, and the

Region of the Great Wall

—

Net Meng Ku; The Far Eastern

Archaeological Society, Archaeologia Orientalis, B Series,

Vol. I, Tokyo and Kyoto, 1935). The knives there outlined

are from collections in Japan and China.

The arrangement in groups under alphabetic letters A to

Iv seems to be mainly for facility of reference. The sources of

several are given, most are from Sui-yuan and Pao-t'ou, with

one from Jehol, F 37, and one from Anyang, Honan, A 2.

No. A 1 is stated to be in the collection of C. T. Loo at Peking.

A recent article by Professor W. Perceval Yetts in the

Transactions of the Oriental Ceramic Society, 1942-3, under the

title Notes On Some Chinese Bronzes', deals in part with an

important bronze knife said to have come from Anyang, and

now in the collection of Sir Neill Malcolm. This knife is

very similar to No. 28 on Plate v, and to No. A 1 on Plate ix.

W. C. \Y.
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